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Home Port for Sky Cruisers 
1931-1935 



The U.S.S. Maron is 
prepared/or irs/im 
/liglu /rom !he Sunn,.. 
t'llk Naml AiT Siullon 
on October 26, /9Jl 
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A Royal Welcome for 
aSky .. Queen 

Despite a veil of fog that had settled on 
the San Francisco Peninsula, it was 
a carnival-like scene hear the Mountain 
View-Sunnyvale border in the early 
hours of May 13, 1932. 

More than lOO,CXX} people­
enough to fill Stanford Stadium­
packed the bayside fields where they 
huddled in cars or sat on bleachers set 
up by concessionaires. 

Vendors sold hot dogs, sandwiches 
and pies. Sixty-fi'"e stale ttoopers 
were caUed in to handle the traffic on 
the still-uncompleted Bayshore free­
way where cars inched ahead four 
abreast en route to the site. 

The crowd assembled by the bay 
to grttt a Navy ship that was due to 
dock any time that morning. But this 
new 'aircraft carrier' would not be 
arriving by water. 

Suddenly, about 7 a.m. the USS 
Akron silently dropped ghostlike out 
of the douds.The silver dirigible 
stretched twO and a half times the 
length of a football field across the sky. 

The crowd cheered. 
"It was a never-to-bc-forgotten 

sight .. :' nmed one old Palo Alto 
Times Story. 

As the Akron hovered above the 
crowd, it passed over the skeleton of a 
giant dirigible hangar under construc­
tion nearby. 

The towering hangar marked the 
site of what one day would be Sunny­
vale Naval Air Station and later 
Moffett Field, a hard-won trophy for 
the Bay Area that offered jobs, national 
prestige and hope for Depression­
weary residents. 

Although this was the first and last 
time the Akron would visit the base, 
its sister ship, the Macon, would be 
a common sight in Bay Area skies 
bet\\'een 1933 and 1935. 

As brief as it was, the era of the sky 
cruisers left its mark on the Peninsula. 
And when mmorists today pass by 
the giant hangar that still stands at 
Moffett Field along the stiU-oowded 
Bayshore Freeway, they get an idea 
of the sire of the 'air monster' that once 
flew over Peninsula rooftops and 
found shelter in such a den. 

ror those who were there, it was a 
never-to-be-forgDuen time. 
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The U.S,S. Akron t'isIES rhe si~oflh.efurure SlInn)'t'<lle 
Nal'(!/ Air Station 



"1 See an Airbase"-The Purchase 
of 1,000 Acres by the Bay 

About ten years before the celebrated 
arrival of the Akron that day, the 
U.S. Navy made its move to enter the 
lighter-than-air craft era. 

Germany had found success in 
using giant airships for scouting in 
World War I, and the U.S. did not want 
to be left behind. 

At first the Navy had just two rigid 
dirigibles, the USS Shenandoah and 
the USS Los Angeles. 

Modeled closely after a German 
zeppelin that had been forced down 
over France during the war, the 
Shenandoah was assembled in 1923 
at Lakehurst, N.J. 

The Los Angeles,completed in 
1924, was constructed in Germany by 
the Zeppelin Company as part of 
war reparations and delivered to the 
United States on an agreement that 
it would not be used for military 
purposes. 

But the Shenandoah's career was 
shordived. The cigar-shaped craft was 
tom apart in a severe thunderstorm 
over Ohio in September, 1925, mark­
ing a major setback for the program. 

That year, the allies lifted a ban 
prohibiting Germany from oonstruct­
ing its own airships, and the Zeppelin 

Company built the famous Graf 
Zeppelin.The luxury airship, one of the 
few ever used for commercial trans­
portation,drew international attention 
by circling the globe in 1929. 

But with the demise of the 
Shenandoah, military personnel in the 
U.S. were less convinced about the 
furure of dirigibles. 

"When I first came in contact with 
rigid airships, I oouldn't see anything 
to them;' said Rear Admiral William A. 
Moffett, chiefof the Navy's bureau 
of Aeronautics in 1926. But once per­
suaded by his officers, he became a 
strongadvocate."ltisa noteworthy 
thing that every officer who has any­
thing to do with these ships ... is in 
favor of them and thinks they will be 
of great value to the Navy." 

In 1926 the Navy announced that 
it wasgoing to build twO new airships, 

both larger and stronger than the 
Shenandoah.They would become the 
Macon and the Akron. 

With the announcement of the 
new ships, the Navy began its search 
for a place on the West Coast to base 
one of the dirigibles. Early indications 
were that top Navy officials were 
favoring San Diego, at a base called 
Camp Keamy. 

But when Northern California 
residents heard about the search, local 
communities began working together 

like never before to bring it to the 
Bay Area. San Francisco Mayor James 
1: Rolph made a public appeal for 
property large enough for a Naval base. 

During the search, a young real 
estate agent named Laura Thane 
Whipple, of Niles across the bay, came 
upon the Sunnyvale-Mountain 
View site. 

Whipple, one of only a handful 
of women realtors in those days, dis­
covered that the I, 700-acre Ynigo 
Ranch on the banks of the South Bay 
might be available. Accompanied by 
her mother, she paid the site a visit. 

Although apprehensive at first, 
Whipple was convinced when she got 
there. According to her mother, 
Whipple just gazed endlessly at the 
spread of broccoli, cauliflower and 
hay fields. 

When asked what she saw, 
Whipple responded,"an air base:' 

Whipple recruited the help of the 
SanJose Chamber of Commerce 
and the SanJose Mercury Herald. The 
San Francisco Chronicle and the 
Chamber of Commerce also joined in 
the drive. Soon just about aU of the 
Peninsula communities were part 
of a regional campaign that would not 
be equaled until 1937 when cities 
came together in a similar fashion to 
build the Golden Gate Bridge. 
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In an attempt to better their 
chances for receiving the base, Santa 
Clara, San Mateo, San Francisco and 
Alameda counties set up a financing 
program, San Francisco raised 
$330,000, while Santa Clara County 
communities contributed most of 
the remaining $100,000 to buy me 
land. Other cities made small dona­
tioN,such as the $15,000 given by 
Palo Alto. 

The communities eventually pur­
chased I(XX) acres of the bayside 
land for $476,066 and turned around 
and offered it to the Navy for $1. 

In its search for a base, the Navy 
checked out dozens of West CoaSt 
locations, but narrowed its selection 
to two, Camp Kearny and the Moun­
tain View-Sunnyvale site. 

The warm climate, favorable wind 
currents and the regional effort by 
the Bay Area communities all worked 
in favor of the Northern-California 
location. 

But the competition was fierce. 
ReportS of the ongoing contest were in 
the newspaper almost daily. San 
Diego officials began to discount the 
Sunnyvale site as being too foggy. 

But among those seeming to side 
with the Sunnyvale base was Rear 
Admiral Moffett, head of the Navy's 
selC(;tion committee, 

"During a tour of inspection of the 
Sunnyvale field, Moffett is $.'lid to 
have paid particular attention to the 
channel of the south shore pJrt, which 
runs up to the edge of the airbase~ 
said a Palo Alto TImes Story of the day. 
According to the story, the Navy was 
considering dredging the channel 
to accommodate aircraft carriers and 
other Navy ships. 

On Dec. 12, 1930, the news arrived 
from back East. The new dirigible 
base would be built in Sunnyvale. 

The news prompted a quick and 
joyous celebration throughout the Bay 
Area. Schools and banks closed. 
A victory parade of cars wound its way 
along the Peninsula. Fire whistles 
blew and sirens rang. 

Two months later, President 
Herbert Hoover signed the bill that 
authorized the Navy to accept the 
Sunnyvale property for $1 and appro­
priated $5 million for construction 
on the base to begin assoon as possible. 

Noted a San Francisco Chronicle 
editorial: WWhat has been done with 
Sunnyvale is an example of what 
Northern and Central California can 
do when they play the game~ 

This game, the Bay Area won. 



Ha",ar N"mbtr J unkrCOl\SlrnCtion in 1932. 



Construction-"Set the 
Watches and Pipe Down" 

Newspapers and Naval officers tried 
often in vain to explain to residents 
how massive a hangar would be con­
structed at the air base. But there 
were few comparisons to be made at 
that time. 

The hangar, 211 feet high, would 
be rnI.Ier than all the buUdings in 
the South Bay but one, the Bank of 
America tower in San Jose. For the 
width and girth of the airship shelter 
with its massive "orange peel" doors, 
there was no parallel. 

"Visualize the roofing over three 
city blocks 16 stories high with struc­
tural steel frame and you will have 
some idea of the size of the hangar," said 
Lt. Comm. Edward L. Marshall of 
the Navy in 1931."hwill cover some­
thing more than eightacresof ground:' 

The base also would be equipped 
with a massive nine-story mooring 
mast that would basically grab the giant 
airship by the nose and lead it in 
and out of the hangar. 

The mooring mast ran on ttacks 

, ,11 1111."'" .3 

and function.ed and looked very much 
like the space shutde loading docks 
that would come five decades later. 

For the Peninsula, the arrival of the 
base was a boon in bad times. It meant 
an average of 500 construction jobs 
a month at a time when jobs were hard 
to come by. 

It would provide a boost to the 
local economy through the 500 or so 
people housed at the base and it would 
bring national attention to a growing, 
but still-fledgling area by the bay. 

Hangar Number /, home bose of the 
U.S.S. Maron. S«n a~. 
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"It means also mar indusaies allied 
to aviation will spring up like mush· 
rooms, each bringing its own payroll:' 
the San Jose Mercury Herald noted 
prophetically in 1931. 

"It means in short that San Jose 
and the bay region are on the threshold 
of the most glorious era of prosperity 
in their history." 

But the one problem Peninsulans 
were quick to recognize was traffic. 

Said the San Francisco Chronicle 
in 1931: 

"Naturally all California will want 
to see the first airship that arrives and 
every tourist will want to visit it later. 
The Bayshore highway between San 
Francisco and San Jose, when finished, 
passes the site.The auto traffic is 
expecred to fur exceed the traffic at a 
football game at Palo Alto~ 

As a result, many public officials 
pledged to have the highway com­
pleted by me time me dirigible base 
was finished, and it was. 

Work on the giant hangar was 
underway in 1932 when the recently 
completed Akron, based in Lakehurst, 
N.J., arrived on the Peninsula on its 
cross-country journey. 

Nearly a year later. the Akron 
made its final flight. 

On April 4, 1933, the 'sky-queen' 
got caught in heavy storm winds and 
crashed off me Atlantic coast, killing 

73 of the 76 officers and crew aboard. 
Among the lost was Admiral 

William Moffett. 
Eight days later, thousands 

crowded OntO the Sunnyvale base 
and, despite the pall that still sur­
rounded the demise of me Akron, 
the Sunnyvale Naval Air Station was 
commissioned. 

"The air base is the result of the 
finest cooperation of the bay region:' 
said State Public Works Director 
Earl Lee Kelly, speaking for the gov-

emot. 'The citizens of the peninsula 
are to be congrarulated .. . ~ 

Acting Commanding Officer M.J. 
Walker fo11owed by giving me famous 
orders to Deputy Officer Lt. D.M. 
Mackey, "Enter in the log that the 
Sunnyvale Station is placed in commis­
sion at IUO a.m. Set the watches 
and pipe down:' 

A few days later, the landing field 
at the base was given its official name. 
Moffett Air Field now awaited the 
Macon. 

Eugene Calande, 77, ofMounUlin Viatl 
an engi~CTruman aboard wAleron in 
Lakehurst, NJ.,/rom 19J()..33, 

''Thaf was a /miliura. I would lik to 

Set il romt back 
If"W wgrea/eSl thing in w world. EvtrJ 

ri~ )OIl took off Ihm tum' 200 10 300 pcopk 
tht:re, and a'"J ri~)OIl landed, if was w 
sa~ thing. II"W qui~a light. 

The, (Aleron and Maron) tum'$OO\.!/S/OT 
w Pacific Fleet 1I)OIl st!U a plane ow 5COIU­

ing it could Ofllystayowlhm/rrra shim rime. 
The Aleron could Jr.ay ow there 72 houTJ. 

(When 1M Aleron CTaWd, Calantk had 
his My QIf.) 

~I went to bed and right after midnight 
the storm ~ me up and /hat's when she 
CTasMd. Nobody would beliaoe it. 

The JfTeetS af MQ[feu Field tum' aU MIned 

aMr propk woo Wert killed in w crash. A 
Ioc Qf peopkdon'f f6'llite /hat 





U.S.S. Macon on JM.U. 

What's in il Name? Tht: original na~ 
of rhe air base was suppased to be rhe Mountain 
Vjew.Sunn)'OO1e Naoal Air Station, give:n 
thai rht base \l.U51oca1td in b:Ith communilies. 
In faa m<m 0{ rhe base acruaUy sics in 
MoonJain View 

BU! Nalw o/fidals in Washinpm. o.c. 
karM that w "mowntainBin w rid.ewould 
Cm'.lIe IllO'I'e Jafety a:mcems among Cnwes­
sionalleadm already jitteryaboul 1M lighter· 
tMn-air crafr program. 

In rhe end, rhe Moonfllin View portion 

was /eft off in favor 0{ just 'Sunn)'lla.le; which 
gave E.tul Coo.u o/firials an image- of wst 

wi£k..openarms, wifhp/enry 0{ roomfo-r 
massiveairslUps. 



u.s.s. Maron under ronsfnldion al 1M 
GoodJr-Ur 'Zeppelin Compan) piam in Akron. Ohio. Andrew Hingsberger, 81,o/Mounlain Vial! a mtmbeT"ol IMMaa:nU 

fuel crew. He was on board 1M Maron on its maiden flight w the Wesl 
Coosl and mnernbers well 1M cUt, il anitM in Mountain View. 

''The &,short> IUghwtJ) uw pockd. On etn"Jf/Wu, in orOUl, 

Bayshqreuw pa<kd aU w lime. Camna.! wertgoing aU 1M lime. ~ 
U'tl't t:rrobabIJ 1M mosI photographed fhi"& around. Therr: U'tl't a lot 
o/box camera.! !hen. 

While in/liglu)'OU rolled. lIs more or less like bd"& on a ship al5ta. 

You rollal bur il was noUu"& like bring on a small boor. 1/)OIl had a 
lia1e SlOm\ )OIl p.tchtd a bU. 

II was jU$f a l'ftmtI1dow pmod, bur ar thai lime we rhought noUung 
oN' 



The Macon 

On April 21, 1933, the Macon,$2.5 
million in the making, left Akron, Ohio 
on its maiden qage. 

The entire craft,785 feet long, 
was nearly twice as large as the famous 
GrafZcppelin. 

Known officially as ZRS-5, the 
Macon was more modem and slighdy 
faster than its sister ship, the Akron, 
ZR5-4, with a tOp speed of about 
87 miles per hour. 

To the bewildennent of some, 
the craft was named the Macon, after 
the largest city in the Georgia district of 
Rep. Carl Vin!lOn, chairman of the 
House Committee on Naval Affairs. 

Tail amtrolsrarion. 

To those on the East Coast, the naming 
was considered a politically prudent 
move. 

The rigid airship was the product 
of the Goodyear-Zeppelin Co., a busi­
ness joindy owned by the Zeppelin 
Company ofGcnnany and the Good­
year Tire and Rubber Company. 

Unlike the blimps made famous 
by Goodyear today, the Macon had a 
hollow steel hull with three interior 
keels.The intent of the srrong spine 
was to prevent the type of hull col­
lapse that occurred when the small 
Shenandoah was tom in two eight 
years earlier. 

From the outside it looked and 
functioned much like a helium balloon. 
But on the inside, the ship was an 
open cavern of girders, cables and cat­
walks with few places where crewmen 
could not go. 

Before 1925, many lighter-than-air 
craft operated on hydrogen. But the 
flammability of the gas proved to be 
very dangerous. 

The Macon and Akron were kept 
aloft by non-burning helium, con­
tained in 12 large gelatin-latex cells 
inside the craft.The ship carried a large 
supply of additional helium and 
navigators were able to set the craft's 
altitude by releasing or increasing 
thegns. 

Inside the hull, the ship had eight 
large 560-horsepower engines driving 

outside propeUers. one of the craft's 
few noisy operations.The propellers 
could be pointed up or down to~nrrol 
the ship during take-offs and landings. 

The Macon had accommodations 
for 100 officers, including sleeping 
berths, a large messroom, a galley and 
other chambers. 

The ship also offered panoramic 
views of the countryside &om observa­
tion platfonns at both the nose and 
the taU of the ship. 

Although rigid airships were 
never used commercially in the United 
States, the key advantages to such a 
mode of transportation were said to be 
itssmooth,siIem motion and its speed 
in long distance tourneys. In shan, 
people did not get seasick on dirigibles. 

.= 4 



The "Helm ~ in the fcmvard control plorfurm. 



lruidt rhe ~rd amrml plo.t/(]f'lTllooking 0/1.. 

NOfJ! dmUar eTlgint rdqraph ,ignau umilar 
10 !hose usd on a $hip. 

Anthony QuartuCC:io, 66, ofSan}~ Tttil"td NASA-Arne! Re;s('.(.IIl:h 
emplo,ee and a11lU: 

"I hatot alll.l:lYS b«n Cl Iot.oer of the dirigibk era. It "w as mum a pan 
0/ m, U{eClt tMtlimeas the amonaUlSa~fIO\U 

I sa .... the Akron bring builr in 1932 w~ WI'''~ liling in AkfOl'l, 
Ohio. I t<W JO ytan old. 

M,father, Wlntcousinsand I WI'tItlO rheairpon!here !,(.,~wAkn::m 

had its maidenf/iglu.lloold iruide the hangar and I could .- rhe Macon 
bring builtl could .-aU o/its ribs. 

When I t<W a link kid, II t<W the fail 10 mak link dirigi~ Old 
oflx"I""," 

The Lillk airplanes (~TTOtUhawk!) thaI the Macon oorritd, me, used 
10 ma~ modtls of !hose 100. I had a mcdd 0/ rhe Macon made 0/ rubber. 
II W(.U thrre-/eet long. Tht, used 10 haw aU kirub of $OIIu:rnn. 

When I COIllt 10 California in 1936 the/irn dUng I wanted 10 do W(.U 

sa: the gial1l hangar al Mof{tJt Field. It was right aMr the (Maam.)crash and 
it t<W stiU/resh in m, mind. 

Being a young kid affhe lime J was t.oery interesled. J t<W sad when il 
crashed, you know II was big new:I.lf "'OJ Ii~ rhe ,paa:$huule when 
il exploded:' 

Theromp/&d Maron in the GoodyearZtppdin Compan) 
hangar in Akron, Ohio on Ap-ri118, 1933, thm! days bt(0'f"('. 
its maiden wyage. 
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A SparrowMwkfig/\lt':r plane on the "traf.!ett" of rht U.S.S. Maron. 



The squad10ll insignia fQr rhe 
"men on rhefrying trapete:' 

The Men on the Flying 
Trapeze 

Unlike other dirigibles of the time, 
the airship was SO massive that it 
also carried its own protection -five 
Sparrowhawk fighter planes which 
were launched and retrieved via a 
trapeze in the aircraft's belly. 

The airplanes would be lowered 
and released through aT -shaped door 
via the trapeze and a harness attached 
to the fuselage. 

Retrieving the planes, however, was 
a much more difficult process. 

Like a performing air stunt, the 
pilotS had to equal their speed to that 
of the ship and "catch" the trapeze 
with a hook on top of the plane. 

Despite the difficulty of the 
maneuver, the pilots, known as the 
"Men on the Flying Trapere:'had a flaw­
less record on both the Akron and 
the Macon. 

But the heavy airplanes also were 
often among the first items to go when 
the ships needed lightening. 

On its way home from its Sunny­
vale trip, the Akron had [Q release two 
of its airplanes over Arizona to allow 
it enough buoyancy to get over the 

mountains.The twO pilots, being with­
out compasses, were forced to follow 
railroad tracks aU the way back to 
Lakehurst. 

The Macon and Akron were built 
to be the chief scouts for the Pacific 
Fleet, providing long-range reconnais­
sance in days long before radar. In 
addition to providing protection for 
the 'aircraft carrier of the sky,' the 
Sparrowhawks were the ships' 
main eyes. 

A "Spy" on Board Theshiprome 
equipped with another scouting oddity known 
as a ~Sfrj" car. T'hesnwU rdephor.e booth-like 
rompaf"tmel1.f was 10wemI /rom rhe aiTlhip on 
a cableabota /,CO) feet Qr to a poinl below 
doud~. 

The crewman inside rhe SPJ car would 
!hen relephone back 10 rhe main control room 
relaying navigational information. 

The roT aad as xm 6f a ra.oerse peri3oope. 



U.S.S, Maron wUh two Spal'TOWhawk fi,gluer pla~. N~ "trapeu" hangi,,& out!rum urukr Ike aiTWp. PlantS weR' 

reItased and RI'rirwd with W "lTapeu': The US.S. Maa:m had a rompiemenl of/illt SpafTOWhawkfigluer pla~. 

" 



A Sparrowhawk ill irs "hangar" 
insioU the U.S.S. Maron. 

. ., 



The o/fiars and crew with rk Maron inside Hangar 1. Nore person peeking 
OUI of the window in rk forward plar/orm. A&o nore Sparrowhawk planes in 
/tfT. btu:kground and lTaining blimp in riglu btu:kground. 



The US.$. Maron emeJges {rom Hangar 1 
at Moffett Air Fid.d. The Eyes of the 

Pacific Reet 

With nearly as much fanfare as marked 
the arrival of the Akron, the Macon 
cruised into the skies over Mountain 
View on Oct. 16,1933 and docked 
without difficulty at irs new home. 

"The new 78S-foot air giant ... was 
free from the o~ smudges that marred 
the Akron's appearance on irs arrival 
here and seemed as s~very as if she had 
JUSt taken to the air," said a Palo Alto 
Times account. 

During the next 16 months, the 
Macon became a familar and popular 
sight on the Peninsula, never failing to 
draw large crowds whenever it took 
off or landed. 

But there was much expected of 
this aircraft. A total of $5 million had 
been spent on the construction of 
the Macon and Akron at a time when 
the country was in the middle of the 
Great Depression. People in and Out of 



Attadung the raIl ~ 10 
the landing p1aqorm during 
landing oprnillOnS. 

• 

~ .. ------



u.s.s. Macon Gwring landing ope!'(l/ions. 

the military wanted results. 
The Macon had the added pres­

sure of going into service following the 
crash of the Akron, which had a mis­
take-filled record before its demise. 

In its first of rwo maneuvers with 
!he Pacific Aeet, !he Akron had been 
assigned m spot the enemy fleet. Her 
first day over !he Georgia coast, the 
Akron, with 12 lookouts scanning the 
horizon, sailed right over the fleet 
without seeing it. 

The enemy ships, however, had 
the Akron in sight for 20 minutes. 

That same year, while attempting 
m dock at Camp Kearny in San Diego, 
the Akron suddenly rose in !he air 

taking with it three men who were still 
clutching the mooring lines.Two of 
them fell to their deaths while the third 
eventually was brought m safety. 

Almost immediately after arriving 
in Sunnyvale, the Maron was SCnt on 
maneuvers in the Pacific, but itwas an 
inauspicious debut. The ship was" shot 
down" twice in the first eight hours. 

Wrote Rear Admirnl Ernest King, 
Moffett's successor as head of the 
Bureau of Aeronautics, in 1933: 

''This is to be a critical year for air~ 
ships. We have only one airship.We 
must not be reckless, but if airships are 
to justify themselves, the Macon has 
got to show more !han she has shown:' 

In 1934, Lt. Commander Herbert 
Wiley, one of three survivors of the 
Akron crash, took command of the 
Macon. 

He quickly developed and im­
proved the ship's long-range detection 
and scouting system and was deter­
mined to prove the Macon's value. 

To test the new scouting me!hcxl.s, 
the Macon left Moffett Field inJuly 
1934 in an attempt m locate the cruiser 
HoustOn carrying President Roosevelt 
through the Panama Canal en route 
to Honolulu. 

Using only newspaper accounts 
of the president's departure time as 
a guide, Macon raced 3,500 miles to a 
spot in the vast Pacific Ocean where 
Wtley had determined they could 
find the Houston. 

They did. 
Aboard the cruiser, crewmen were 

shocked to see twO scouting airplanes 
come out of nowhere and circle the 
ship. Minutes later the Macon dra­
matically descended from the clouded 
sky and dispatched a plane that 
dropped bundles of the previous day's 
newspapers from San Francisco OntO 
the Housmn. 

The Aeet's admirals were not 
amused. Said Admiral Stanley, chiefof 
naval operations later: "We considered 
it a publicity stunt and that he (Wiley) 
had no business doing it:' 

The president, however, was 
tickled. The Stunt showed that the 
Macon was capable of the kind of 
scouring that Moffett had intended. 



81 MEN SAVED; TWO MISSIN,G 
Navy Cruisers Pick 
Survivors After 
Hits Sea Off Point 

, 
Explosion on Huge Dirigible Rel;orled 

Before SOS Call Sent; Eye Witness Tells 
.. """. How yart,Ripped, Opeu, 

\ , a,. ROYCE IIIUER 

rhe great dirigihle Macon went to her grave in the 
la!l~ night off Point Sur, 100 miles south of San Francisco. 

Two are missiu2 from a crew of 83, and 81 were 

ITS CHIEF SAVED ssinia 
Uelfies Italy 

.~, •• ~" _ .... ,. . .... t 

to lUI,. •• incIom~I.,., Wt til. 
M<kaD .."pIt. _ 0 .. mu.. 

"'til onilablo t. r>clot 
tILot 110 1«111", po .... 

upo<ttd .. oil all", ..... ' 
"Ethiopia d_ DOt _ , 
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The Day the Macon 
Did Not Come Back 

During a ilight toward maneuvers in 
the Caribbean Sea in 1934, the Macon 
ran into a heavy crosswind over Texas, 
causing two girders to buckle in the 
rudder and two tail6ns to be damaged. 

All of the fins needed replacing, 
according to the Goodyear-Zeppelin 
Company. But rather than take the 
much-needed ship Out of commission, 
Navy officials decided to do the repair 
","'Ork piecemeal. 

When the Macon left Moffen Field 
on Feb. 11, 1935 to go on maneuvers 
off the Southern California coast, the 
repair work was not quite completed. 

It would be the ship's eighth 
maneuver with the Pacific Reet and 
its 54th ancl6nal flight. 

The next day the ship was return­
ing after a successful mission when 
it encountered stonn winds off Point 
Sur, south of Monterey. Suddenly, a 
mighty crosswind struck the ship with 
such force that the upper fins of the 
previously damaged tail were com­
pletely severed, sending shards of metal 
into the rear gas cells. 

In me conool car, few realized 
what had happened until suddenly the 
steering wheel went slack and the 
navigators felt the rail drop. 

Wiley ordered the dumping of 
ballast and fuel. Crewmen hurried 
aoout the ship discharging anything 
they could to lighten the raU. Off-duty 
personnel were ordered to the nose. 
to help bring that end down. 

With its motors still running, 
the ship sailed sky wards, rising from 
1,6(X) feet to nearly 5,000 feet where it 
reached its "pressure point:' the alti­
tude where helium automatically 
began discharging.The ship was 
doomed. 

The Macon slowly began to fall. 
After sraying at his post to radio SOS 

repeatedly, the radioman jumped from 
the ship before it reached the water, 
and was killed. 

Moments later the ship settled 
gently into the water, and the crew, clad 
in life jackets and prepared with life 
rafts, dove into the water safely. 

The water was relatively warm and 
ships were quickly on the scene to 
pull the men out. 

One man went back to the ship in 
an anempt to retrieve his belongings, 
and neverrcturned. Butinall,81 of the 
83 men aboard the Macon survived 
the crash, including"lucky" Wiley. 

Geol"'&C Weldy, Bl,fbgfu engineer aboard wAkron aM' tAt Maron: 
"The t!\gillt:l u.<m aU made in Germany. They u.<m rraU, marine 

engillt:l /or boats, adapraf 10 tilt dirigib/ts. The, u.<m dil'fC!ly ramib/.e 
engillt:llikt: /ho$e on a Ioromorite. The, were t'l!ry t>ery ~bk... 

I PIll tilt Maron in commwitm, back in Akron in May, /9J/. 
II was ju.nabow rimefor the Maron 10 ht Idlj/own when the Akron 

arukd. 
When I heard ahoul i~ I tOOS in a hotel in Akron. I fdr rraUy bad. I had 

som.e t>ery good friends on board. I newr g~ 0teJ il. I mink ahoul them 
t.W:rJ I1QW aM' !hm 

If)lOU gof forward 0{ tilt tI1gine Iheno: was no noist ar all wrule in /lighI. 
h was quu:r up Ihtre and on long /lights JOI' duM swP III all 

They had .some rral small plallt:l t1uu ustd 10 ~ up tm)' day 10 
brin& mail and milk and Jtu[f W<.f rJuu. 

For w Maron, I only missed r\too flights. ThtfiTSI one \tw theJligfu 
Me. (Hedl'Ot!e 10 California). 

ThtS«:Ond \tW w day ilW('llI down. Thalwa.! tlltdiJyourengine was 
dut /or an Ot!tThaul. When we had il (IO.)eI"hauled one of ~ crews usuaUy 
Slayed on rhe ground, and ir was my tum 10 miss w/ligfu. 

II was won/y lime I saw ~ Maron in ~air, and I dldn'r f« il rome 
back we wailed aUa{temoon aM' if didn'r rome bade. ThaI wasanothtr 

"'" <la, 

r 
I 



HaTl8<11 I. Ftbrwary 12, 193.5, 
~ ni,li:1u ~ US.S. Maron did 
IIQI rome home 1nt !Tamil\!: 

blimp ru.swmes ~ role of an 
mpM,. 



L ighter Ulan Air! After tht crash. tht Macon 1eIl1d slowl] in tht 
.....alei'. tail-first 

Some sailors rough: in !he im~or of th£ ship. made !heir wtI] to th£ 
ob:ien<a/ian plaifmm a! th£ nose WMe- the, cur thl'Ollgh th£ship's lining. Bill 
W, {o..cnd W, wtreSliU lOa high up to JUmp to th£W(UeT. 

While wailing{or th£ craft to sink to a point /.ow enough to allow chem 
to jump, th£ NaV] II1tJl noOad as the, shooud amon.\': rhem..sdtes thai 
rhdrmias werebcroming lughc and mortchi/d-likL 

Thq quidd] m:l1i~ il wru th£ helium being rde.ast.d. 
As allJOrl.e who hruaoer Jud<td on a hdlum baUoon kl1OWS, helium 

afftt.tJ th£ 1!OCI1/ chords. 
Acrording to !hoseal !hecrash sane, !he Iasl men to jump /rom I~ 

Macon were laughing w hard the,.seemed tklirious. 

Epiloguel 

A commission set up to determine 
the cause of the crash blamed it on the 
Navy's refusal to repair the Macon's 
tail damage right away. 

But because of the disastrous 
record of airships, the pressure was on 
President Roosevelt to abandon the 
lighter-than-air crah program. ~ 
velt res~nded by setting up a com­
mission to examine whether there was 
a future for airships. 

The commission. headed by 
Stanford Professor William F Durand 
concluded that airships had been set 
to do tasks for which they were nOt 
buill and that they had not been given 
enough of an op~nunity to pl'O'\lC 
their value. 

The debate was unsettled, how­
ever. While many in the Navy wanted 
more emphasis on heavier-than-air 
craft, others still backed the dirigibles. 

The Navy atone point made plans 
for a rigid airship that would be nearly 
40 percent larger than the Macon with 
a hangar capable of canying nine 
dive bombers. 

In 1937, Assistant Secretary of the 
Navy Charles Edison, son of Thomas 
A. Edison, scanned the interior of the 
giant hangar at Moffett Field and told 
his subordinates that lighter-than-air 
crah should be given another chance. 

"What if the Wright Brothers 
had Stopped aher building three or 
four airplanes? Where would aviation 
be tooay?" he asked. 

But, ironically, aviation would be 
the destiny of Moffett Field. 

The Macon was the nation's last 
rigid dirigible. 





The Man Behind the Name­
Mof(!!tt Field 

Rear Admiral William A. Moffett was 
one of the few friends lighter-man-air 
craft had among military leaders. 

The "aircraft-carriers of the sky" 
captured the imagination of civilians 
and legis\afOrs, garnering enough 
government support to finance the 
consttuction of the Akron, Macon and 
the Sunnyvale Naval Air Station. 

BU[ with the airships' poor safety 
history, many high-ranking Navy 
officers had yet to be convinced. 

Aschief of the Bureau of Aeronau­
tics, Moffett was certain rigid airships 
would prove their worth, particularly 
in long-range missions at sea. But the 
Akron and Macon were never given 
that chance. Instead they were kept 
primarily to coastside tactical exercises 
for which they were not suited. 

As a captain, Moffett commanded 
a battleship and won a Medal of Honor 
at \kra Cruz. In 1921, he was picked 
to head the newly created aeronautics 
bureau. 

In that job, he presided over 
the board created to select the West 
Coast base for the Macon. Although 
apprehensive at first about having a 
Northern California location, Moffett 
was quickly sold on the Sunnyvale site. 

Moffett dro','e the first rivet in 
the consttuction of the Akron in 
November 1929 and paid frequent 
visits to the Bay Area during the con­
struction of the field. 

But as much as he enjoyed plan­
ning air bases and building airships, his 
greatest pleasure was riding in them. 

In a sudden change of plans, 
Moffett in 1933 decided to join the 
Akron on its ill-fated nip off the New 
Jersey coast. Moffett was aboard as 
an observer, just nine months away 
from retirement. 

When he felt the airship lurch 
during the storm. Moffett left his cabin 
and made his way to the control car. 
He apparently was nOt able to get out. 

His body was one of the few 
recovered from the submerged wreck­
age and was buried at Arlington 
National Cemetery in Virginia. 

His sons, Rear Admiral William 
A. Moffett.Jr. and Lt George Moffett 
were both on hand in 1983 for the 
50th anniversary celebration of 
Moffett Field. 
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This project Started out as a history of Moffen Field from its inception 
through its use during World War II as a Naval Air Station for a large squadron 
of blimps that patrolled our Coast during the .... ar. The photographic 
archives of Moffett Field are so rich and vast that the scope of the project 
was revie ..... ed. The result was a focus on only a four-year period and one of 
the great, albeit unsuccessful. experiments in the strange new approach 
to lighter-than-air vehides ... the dirigibles. 

We arc greatly indebted to Wally Cuneen for his introduction to the senior 
personnel at Moffett Field. Our gratitude and appreciation are also owed 
to the following persons: 

Rear Admiral Phillip O. Smith, Commander, Patrol Wings, U.S. Pacific 
Rcct, which is headquartered at Moffett Field was mOSt encouraging, as was 
his successor, Rear Admiral Jesse J. Hernandez. 

Mr. John R. Shackleton, Public Affairs Officer, went to great lengths to 
accommodate our needs. 

The photographs throughout come to us from the mes of Moffett Naval 
Air Station and the Times Tribune, successor to the PaloAltoTimcs. Also 
providing photographs and help with information was Richard Sailer, 
Manager, Airship Public Relations, Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company in 
Akron, Ohio. 

In addition to those interviewed in the text, we thank Henry M. Plymire 
of Willits, California. 

Our ~pecial thanks to Paul GuUixson, who performed the task of re­
searching and writing of this piece and who spent a considerable amount of 
time developing and honing the manuscript as well as researching the 
photographs. 

And finally, our thanks for the usual outstanding design and production 
job by Paige Johnson. 
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